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Key Messages: 
 Soil health is as much a global public good as it is a private good. Healthy soils are associated with 
enhanced biodiversity, water retention and nutrient holding capacity. They are a nature-based 
solution to build the resilience of biotic habitats that make land management systems sustainable 
and the carbon stored in soils provides large climate change mitigation benefits. 
 Increased global awareness and actions on fiscal, legal, and incentive frameworks for multiple food 
security, environmental and climate benefits of healthy soils and increased soil organic matter 
content is urgent and critically important to achieve a 1.5oC world. 
 Agricultural development investments should prioritise soil health and prevent further degradation of 
soils. There can be no net carbon sequestration unless the trend of large-scale ongoing losses in 
soil carbon is reversed. 
 Proven on the ground experience on avoiding loss of existing soil carbon pools is widely available: 
the elimination of burning, halting surface erosion, residue recycling, avoidance of excessive 
ploughing, and not draining organic soils (peatlands). However, more work is needed to identify 
robust ways to increase long-term sequestration and policies are urgently needed to remove barriers 
to investment in soil health. One important such barrier is the low and insecure private return on 
investment into soil health by farmers.   
Priority Actions for the Koronivia Joint Work on Agriculture: 
 Provide countries with the necessary technical support to raise ambition on soil health related 
targets for climate change adaptation and mitigation including importantly a stronger integration into 
NDCs and SDGs. 
 Support realigning public support to agriculture producers, approximately US$570 billion per year in 
51 countries, to promote improved soil health and other related environmental services that are 
essential for sustainable agriculture (stable water flows, nutrient holding capacity of soils to avoid 
eutrophication of aquatic environments, biological nitrogen fixation to reduce synthetic and fossil 
fuel-dependent nitrogen fertilizers, habitat for pollinators).  
 Address technical and procedural bottlenecks around the Monitoring, Reporting and Verification 
(MRV) of soil health and soil carbon to boost ability to reward farmers for the positive externalities 
they generate – for instance through public support. Progress could take the form of technological 
advances but innovation around easily measurable proxies and cost-effective protocols can play 
equally helpful roles. 
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“Humankind, despite its artistic pretensions, its sophistication, and its many accomplishments, owes its 
existence to a six-inch layer of topsoil and the fact that it rains” – Anonymous 
  
  
  
Agriculture’s direct reliance on the natural resource base—soil, water, and a variety of biological processes—
has always been a defining characteristic of the sector. Enhancing soil health can directly contribute to improved 
and more sustained agricultural productivity. Soil organic matter (SOM) content or carbon content (SOM 
contains approximately 58% C) is an excellent proxy for overall soil health. Soils rich in organic carbon are 
generally associated with enhanced biodiversity, water retention capacity and nutrient holding capacity, better 
structure and aggregate stability, as well as climate change adaptation and mitigation benefits1. In particular, 
soil carbon plays an important role as a nature-based solution towards the resilience of the biotic habitats that 
make land management systems sustainable and enhances their ability to resist degradation. However, as the 
World Resource Report 2018 notes, the ongoing degradation of cleared peatlands alone currently releases 1.1 
Gt of CO2e per year2.  
Although there is increasing visibility and international frameworks for soil organic carbon, investment and action 
at sufficient scales is lagging behind. Practices that retain and increase soil organic carbon are well established 
but their effect is highly context specific. There is less understanding on pathways towards bringing the relevant 
practices to scale and investment has remained far below the necessary volume.  
 
Soils, mostly privately owned but delivering public goods, are managed under a miscellany of governance 
arrangements, from local to global. The diverse protagonists across business, governments and civil society 
who seek to secure soil organic carbon recognise barriers beyond their individual reach, and hence there is an 
urgent need to create and strengthen a cross-sectoral global agenda for collective action on soil carbon. This 
submission proposes a set of priority actions areas for consideration by KJWA to further the agenda: 
 
Priority #1: Strengthening the role of soils in NDCs 
Some 80 percent of Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) include actions on mitigation in agriculture and 
90 percent included the agriculture sector as a priority area for adaptation action. However, a preliminary 
analysis of NDCs indicate that only a small share of countries explicitly focused on soil health in their adaptation 
or mitigation commitments. For instance, only 10 countries included targets explicitly related to soil carbon 
sequestration3,4. However, many countries made related contributions (e.g. actions related to cropland 
management, composting, manure management). More work is needed to support countries in better identifying 
the public and private benefits of focusing on soil health, particularly in the climate change context as well as in 
relation to the SDGs. As countries update their NDCs, there are opportunities and a need for further awareness 
raising and technical support to better align NDCs with the importance of soil health for resilience and soil 
carbon’s biophysical potential for carbon sequestration. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Priority #2: Targeting public support to agricultural production on soil health 
According to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Developmen (OECD), from 2015 to 2017, 51 
countries provided approximately US$ 570 billion annually in public support towards agriculture (directly 
targeting agricultural producers)5. Distortionary agricultural subsidies often result in large negative impacts, that 
worsen rather than improve climate outcomes – including on soils. Significant opportunities exist to realign 
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KJWA could focus on: 
 Promoting public and private efforts to improve soil health, for resilience building, climate change 
mitigation and other important dimensions including sustainable intensification and improving 
farmer’s incomes more broadly. 
 Providing countries with the necessary technical support to enable the integration of soil health and 
soil carbon sequestration in their NDCs. 
 
  
  
KJWA could focus on: 
 Acknowledging and promoting the significant opportunities that exist to realign public support to 
agriculture towards better climate outcomes – using soil health as an anchor indicator.  
 
public support to deliver public-good outcomes, in particular, promoting climate-smart agriculture (CSA) at 
watershed and landscape scales.  
 
Soil health offers an ideal anchor target for the redirection of public support as it combines the multiple public 
good benefits highlighted above with considerable private benefits accruing to farmers. Farmers are well aware 
that soils underpin the productivity of their land and significantly contribute to their incomes – in the short as well 
as the medium and longer terms.  Healthy soils also alter the risk profile farmers face and can provide a 
resilience buffer through reduced vulnerability to droughts, pests and other climate change impacts.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Priority #3: Addressing bottlenecks in Monitoring, Reporting and Verification (MRV) of soil 
organic matter 
Methods for transparent, accurate, consistent and comparable MRV of changes in soil health has been a major 
constraint, especially using new technologies, and are a challenge to enable standardized verification protocols 
with high accuracy and rigour at low transaction cost. Promising solutions combine pragmatic and user-friendly 
tools with site-specific modelling and make use of geospatial data and blockchain technology. 
Strong positive correlations between soil carbon and multiple desirable soil properties enable the use of soil 
carbon as a strong proxy indicator for soil health. In addition, measurement of soil carbon would enable farmers 
to realize the climate change mitigation outcomes they generate, for instance, in the form of carbon assets. In 
particular, given that approximately 60% of terrestrial carbon stocks are found in the top 2 metres of soil, any 
actions (avoidance of burning, contour ridges/terraces, conservation agriculture) that secure the existing soil 
carbon “asset” can be rewarded via robust, reliable, and cheap remote sensing verification against determined 
baselines. 
 
 
 
 
KJWA could focus on: 
 Highlighting the gaps in MRV approaches and technologies, particularly the absence of low cost 
standardized measurement tools and protocols for assessing changes in soil health in (almost) real-
time and call for international investment into R&D to fill these gaps. 
 Promoting the removal of barriers to investment in soil health related to MRV as a priority, including 
accurate and cost-effective measurements, additionality, geographic variability and permanence of 
emission removals by soil carbon. 
 
 
 
 
 
